ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
pportunities to develop and enhance campus communication at a regional university in the Midwest United States was identified in an Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP) Systems Appraisal. The University, accredited by the Higher Learning Commission (HLC), had adopted the AQIP method of accreditation offered by the HLC.
A need existed for better dissemination of information and feedback mechanisms to address two issues: perceived lack of decision transparency and the realization that feedback does not always make its way up or down the leadership chain. In response to AQIP Reviewer feedback, the University adopted an Action Project, Developing Feedback Mechanisms and Enhancing Campus Leadership Communication, with the goal of developing processes for effective leadership-guided communication and feedback mechanisms.
As an initial component of this continuous improvement initiative and as a service learning project, an MBA Managerial Communication class conducted a communication audit to evaluate the University's communicative health. An often-overlooked resource for quality improvement is the student body and this project provided a win-win opportunity for the students and the broader university community. Tracy, Franks, Brooks and Hoffman (2015) emphasize the necessity for providing students in organizational communication courses with 'access to engage in relational organizational communication in live, real-time experience ' (322) . The semester-long project provided this type of access and fulfilled a pedagogical void to show or inspire behaviour and interaction that make for preferred organizational practices that achieve desires outcomes' (Tracy, 2016, 3) . Students connected classroom theory with workplace practice, acquired significant knowledge about organizational communication, worked collaboratively in audit teams and with University employees, practiced communication skills in the real environment and developed The job titles for the Academic Affairs and Finance and Administration Divisions are shown in Figures 3 and 4 , respectively. Because employee job titles within the President's Division were unique to each position and respondents could be easily identified, the survey did not require their titles.
Males

43% Females 57%
Academic Affairs 65%
Finance and Administra tion 24% The survey respondents reported years of service at the University with a range from less than one year to 43 years as shown in Figure 5 . The average number of years employed was 13.66. The results of several cross-tabulations were used to measure the significance of gender. Table 2 showed the comparison of gender from Question 13 with Question 8, 'Are you responsible for employees (not student) as a manager or supervisor.' Gender represented an important relationship between the variables. Males are 23 percent more likely to indicate they were managers or supervisors than females as evidenced by a chi-square of 4.2462 (one degree of freedom) and a p-value of 0.0393. This result had an impact on the results of further cross tabulations. When measuring gender with Question 6.3 in Table 3 , males were more likely than females to be 'dissatisfied' with the 'Extent that I receive the information needed to do my job.' This test resulted in a chi-square of 13.6553 (with 6 degrees of freedom) and a p-value of 0.033. As shown in Table 4 , measuring the relationship between gender and Question 6.6, females were more likely to be 'satisfied' with 'Extent that my manager/supervisor is open to ideas.' This test resulted in a chi-square of 19.0756 (with 6 degrees of freedom) and a p-value of 0.0040. As shown in Table 5 , measuring the relationship between gender and Question 5.5, females were more likely to be 'dissatisfied' with 'Extent that my manager/supervisor listens to me.' This test resulted in a chi-square of 13.29 (with 6 degrees of freedom) and a p-value of 0.0386. 
Quantitative Analysis -Methods of Communication
The survey measured the effectiveness of communication channels at the University on a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being effective, 1 being ineffective and 3 being the central tendency. As shown in Figure 6 , participants reported that faceto-face was the most effective form of communication (mean of 4.75) and physical bulletin boards were the least effective (mean of 3.09). The standard deviation for email was significantly higher than face-to-face, meaning that not everyone agreed on its effectiveness. Also, all of the methods of communication were rated above the central tendency, indicating communication overall was effective.
All respondents did not rate every communication method in the survey. As a result, the total respondents ranged from 307 to 311 (n=307-311). The 'Other' communication method had 40 responses (n=40). This write-in response question resulted in a wide range of responses.
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Quantitative Analysis -Mean Differences Among Divisions
The questions below indicated significant differences in the mean of each question between the divisions. The other survey questions were omitted from The results from Table 6 compared the means among the Divisions. Table 6 is explained below:
• Results from Question 3.3 indicated that employees in the President's Division were more likely 'to trust the information they receive from the University' than employees in the Academic Affairs Division and the Finance and Administration Division.
• Question 3.5 results indicated the departments related to the Finance and Administration Division were more 'satisfied' with the 'communication within their department.' The Finance and Administration Division were 0.5 points more 'satisfied' with the 'communication within their departments' than the President's Division.
• The results from Question 3.6, 'communication between people in different areas of the university,' indicated all three divisions were below the central tendency. The average number of employees 'somewhat disagree' there is good 'communication between people in different areas of the university.' The Academic Affairs Division had the highest mean which contrasted with the other divisions, which scored lower.
• The results from Question 4.1 provided information about job performance and indicated that employees in the Finance and Administration Division seemed to be more 'satisfied' with the feedback they received. All divisions reported to be 'somewhat satisfied,' but the mean for the President's Division was lower than the Finance and Administration Division which reported the highest mean.
• For Question 4.3, the President's Division was the least satisfied in regards to the 'information they receive about the University's policies.' The Academic Affairs Division and the Finance and Administration Division were both 'somewhat satisfied,' while the President's Division was 'indifferent.'
• For Question 4.6, the President's Division ranked the communication they received as the lowest of the three divisions. The question concerning 'recognition of the employee's efforts' indicated that the President's Division was somewhat 'dissatisfied.' The mean was close to the scores reported by the other two divisions.
• Results for Question 5.1 regarding 'information the employee receives about the University's financial situation,' the Finance and Administration Division reported to be 'somewhat dissatisfied.' The President's Division and the Academic Affairs Division ranked this as 'indifferent.' • Question 6.6 focused on the 'extent that the employee's manager or supervisor is open to ideas' resulted in being 'somewhat satisfied.' The employees in the Finance and Administration Division reported the highest mean values, while the employees in the Academic Affairs Division reported the lowest mean values.
• Question 11.4 asked about the effectiveness of using a 'telephone' as a communication channel. Both the Academic Affairs Division and Finance and Administration Divisions ranked the use of the telephone as 'effective.' The President's division was almost a half point lower in their ranking as 'somewhat effective.' • For Question 11.5, the online discussion board was measured for effectiveness. All the means for the three divisions fell within the 'neutral' category; the Academic Affairs Division ranked this question highest.
Quantitative Analysis -Multiple Regression Analysis
Multiple regression hypothesis tests were conducted to discover underlying trends in the data. Multiple regressions are a statistical technique included in most statistical software suites that calculate a descriptive algorithm showing the relationship between multiple independent variables to try to predict a single dependent variable.
This process of hypothesis experiments closely parallels the scientific method in that the audit team hypothesized possible variations between multiple cause-and-effect connections. This contrasts a possible random approach that chooses a large number of independent variables in the hopes that some will prove to be predictive. However, it was determined not to be a prudent approach. Many of the hypotheses ultimately proved to be false, but one relationship was of particular interest. The overall average for job satisfaction among the employees was high at 76.4 percent. There was a strong correlation between average job satisfaction, 'opportunities to express one's ideas,' 'trust of information received' and 'good departmental communication.' The p-value for all three independent variables was low at less than 0.0005 indicating their statistical significance. The algorithm above indicated that a one-point increase in Questions 3.1 or 3.3 resulted in a 3.5 percent increase or greater in an individual's overall job satisfaction. Furthermore, a one-point increase to Question 3.5 resulted in approximately a 5 percent increase in job satisfaction.
The confidence intervals of all three of the independent variables were positive numbers which demonstrates a 95 percent confidence level that even the smallest increase in Questions 3.1, 3.3 or 3.5 would result in an increase in overall job satisfaction.
Focus Groups
Purpose
Focus group sessions were held to further clarify communication effectiveness within the University. The main objective was to acquire additional information to clarify the survey results and to analyze issues in depth. According to Downs and Adrian (2004) , focus groups are important because they:
• Allow participants to speak freely without the restrictions of systematic questioning • Provide detailed information from group interaction • Efficiently lead to obtaining information in a short period • Allow flexibility for the agenda to be modified
Response/Participation
A total of 556 University employees were invited to participate in a focus group. Of these employees, 113 responded to the invitation, and 36 participated. Table 8 shows the response and participation rates by division. Finally, focus group participants agreed communication within their department was effective and clear. Most departmental meetings were reported to be informative and efficient. However, the effectiveness of communication between departments was an issue throughout all divisions. Many employees said they had a hard time receiving timely responses from employees in other departments. The lack of feedback from upward communication was an issue throughout all divisions. Many believed effective feedback mechanisms would be beneficial to the employees at the University.
Below are tables for each division and the common themes.
Academic Affairs Division-Faculty and Staff. Four focus groups were conducted for the Academic Affairs DivisionFaculty and Staff. Three of the four groups were open to faculty and staff, while the other was open specifically to departmental secretaries. Table 9 shows the common themes identified.
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The Clute Institute Finance and Administration Division. The Finance and Administration Division encompassed financial services, auxiliary services, information technology, health care services, operations, purchasing, dining, printing, mailing and student services. When conducting the focus groups, the Finance and Administration Division was divided into three subdivisions: upper management, middle management, and staff. Table 10 shows the common themes collected from the three focus groups held for this division. President's Division. The President's Division consisted of Athletics, Public Safety, and the President's Office. Four focus group meetings were scheduled, three for regular staff (one of these had no participants attend) and one for supervisors. Table 11 shows the common themes identified from the three focus groups held. No opportunity to be included in the process or have input be heard, which decreases morale, satisfaction, commitment and enthusiasm
Transparency
• Seen as an area of concern, especially among lower level employees • Decisions lacked explanations • "Transparency is ok; sometimes it is difficult to get all the information, often initiative is needed. Starts at the department management team level -they are responsible for providing transparency"
Anticipated Results
• "More emails!" • "Hope the University develops a new internal tool for sharing information that is user-friendly, such as an intranet (online discussion board is similar but ineffective)" • Decision making "process" needs to be evaluated • "Nothing! It is all for show or a rubber stamp" • "If anything does happen, it will take a really long time"
Additional Comments Table 12 shows the common themes identified. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The data collected from the communication audit generated a significant amount of information. This information revealed areas where the University excelled as well as opportunities for improvement. The overall results of the audit were compiled into three all-encompassing sections: Communication Channels, Information Flow, and Feedback. From each section, strengths, opportunities, and conclusions were derived from the data. The recommendations served as a launching point for addressing issues as well as for building on existing strengths.
Communication Channels
Strengths
Survey results indicated employees perceived all channels of communication were above average in effectiveness. Face-to-face communication was ranked highest overall in the survey and had a low standard deviation. Face-to-face communication was the preferred method of communication when time permitted. It provided instant feedback and allowed for nonverbal transmission of emotion and tone and clearer understanding of the message. A high level of support for the effectiveness of the emergency alert system was also reported, indicating its importance to University faculty and staff. Email was rated the third most effective communication method. The standard deviation, however, was significantly higher than face-to-face, indicating that not everyone agreed on its effectiveness. Employees perceived that email was an effective communication tool, allowing for quick transmission and feedback. Email also offered the advantage of documentation for later retrieval.
Opportunities
Although email was rated among the most effective communication channels, there were numerous suggestions for improvements. The primary concern with email was the sheer number of messages employees received. Additionally, many employees noted that the email filtering system did a decent job of removing unwanted messages, but it sometimes removed important messages and allowed other unwanted messages to get through. These unwanted messages represented a relatively small portion of email received by employees but detracted from an employee's ability to work efficiently. The resulting inbox clutter, along with a general overreliance on email, led to email 'overload; this required employees to 'pick and choose' what to read. This email selection process often caused important messages to go unread, resulting in a breakdown in the communication process. Also, desired messages sent within the University were subject to the same filtering systems which led to important information being classified as junk. Another highly regarded channel was face-to-face communication; however, many employees expressed the lack of a common meeting place for these exchanges.
Recommendations
An intranet could be implemented to minimize reliance on email. The intranet would then be the central location for important employee information, such as announcements, which would normally be sent via email.
Another suggestion would be to utilize existing technology such as Microsoft Outlook®. Seminars could be implemented to train employees how to use organizational tools, such as Outlook® calendar, to alleviate email overload. These tools are useful for viewing employees' calendars and availability, eliminating the need for exchanging unnecessary email. University email filters could be reviewed to minimize unwanted messages and to eliminate the sending of important messages to junk mail. By improving the effectiveness of the current email system and by utilizing alternative technologies, the communication channel breakdowns could be minimized.
Before the centrally-located dining facility converted to a full-meal program, employees used this location as a common meeting place to informally converse face-to-face. Similar locations should be developed, such as teacher or staff lounges, to allow employees to converse on a daily basis and improve face-to-face communication.
Information Flow
Strengths
Survey responses indicated that employees were typically satisfied with the communication within their departments. This satisfaction stemmed from several factors. Employees believed the information they received from their supervisor was accurate, trustworthy and transparent. Additionally, employees believed they knew the correct paths to promote efficient communication with their co-workers. The more an employee expressed that the communication channels were working properly, the more satisfied they were with their job. This high job satisfaction could have been a contributing factor as to why employees were satisfied with communication within their department. The satisfaction of information flow varied by division. Regarding financial transparency, the Finance and Administration Division reported the highest level of satisfaction which was not surprising as much of the information was created by or passed through this division.
Opportunities
The President's Division reported the lowest level of satisfaction regarding financial transparency. Much of this discrepancy was likely caused by the lack of communication between departments. While communication within departments was highly rated, communication between departments was an area identified as needing improvement. The President's Division reported the lowest level of trust regarding information provided to them; however, they also indicated they received the most financial information.
Employees identified the need for easier access to University policies and procedures as an opportunity for improvement. Employees knew the policies existed but did not know where to find them as no user-friendly search engine was available. Easier access to this type of key information is essential to effectively performing job function and improving communication.
Communication within departments was typically accurate, trustworthy, and transparent; however, employees indicated that some of these elements were weakened or lost when communicating between departments. Additionally, financial transparency was perceived in different ways varying by division. For example, the Finance and Administration Division strongly believed that the University is transparent with its financial information. The other divisions trusted this information to a lesser degree. This lack of transparency could lead to misinterpretation of key issues as well as rumor generation.
Recommendations
Information provided to employees needs to be accessible, transparent, and trustworthy since perceptions of trust and transparency have a direct impact on job satisfaction. Starting points for improving the flow of information include providing a summary of minutes from key meetings for employees to read or providing a recorded version of meetings similar to the method used for the President's Convocation. Another method of improving information flow is to address rumors before they become widespread. By providing accurate information promptly, trust and transparency will be improved. As an organization's transparency increases, the likelihood for rumors decreases.
Up-to-date policies and procedures should be available in a central location with a user-friendly search function, such as an intranet. This will address the need for easier access to key information. The intranet could also house an updated and accurate organizational chart, as well as a current list of President's Council members. Providing a means of quickly obtaining accurate information would help bolster communication flow, improve job satisfaction, and increase communication effectiveness.
Feedback
Strengths
Employees reported they were comfortable expressing their ideas to the University and were satisfied with the feedback they received from supervisors. Additionally, most employees expressed satisfaction with the guidance they received for solving job-related problems as well as the information needed to complete their job.
Opportunities
Although employees expressed that the feedback they received from their immediate supervisors was adequate, they also voiced the need for better feedback mechanisms from the University. While employees believed, their supervisors were listening to their suggestions, there was not a system currently in place that allowed them to confirm an issue had been addressed. For example, some employees mentioned decisions affecting their jobs had been made without their input or knowledge. The less feedback an employee received, the lower that employee's morale, job satisfaction, and commitment. This issue was confirmed by the data which indicated when employees' opportunities to express their ideas increased, their overall job satisfaction increased. Several focus group members indicated that they believed no changes would be made as a result of this audit, which demonstrated the need for a formal feedback system.
Recommendations
Those at the management level may need more training to develop the skills needed to be successful managers. Managers should be trained to provide feedback to employees more often. Additionally, they should attend leadership training seminars or complete online education modules to inform them of the University's expectations of communication. Another opportunity for improvement is to implement a mentor/mentee program for leaders at the University. These relationships could nurture newer managers on how to provide meaningful feedback to staff. A third option is the implementation of an anonymous feedback submission system that tracks suggestions made by employees. This system would enable employees to know that their suggestions are being reviewed.
Action Project Accomplishments Resulting from Communication Audit
The Action Project Task Force implemented several tools and processes as a result of conclusions and recommendations from the communication audit.
